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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:03]
TW:

Today is Friday, April 15, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning, we are interviewing This is another oral history
interview for the COVID Collection Project.
Good morning, Mr. Taylor. When did you start your career at USU [Utah State University], and
what were the various positions you’ve held during your USU [Utah State University] career?

JT:

So I came in 2016—so I’m in my sixth year—and came directly to this position as, at the time,
executive director, and that title changed to associate vice president. But I’m also an associate
professor in sociology within the Department of Sociology and Anthropology.

TW:

Okay. And, when we talk about the USU [Utah State University] Uintah Basin region, what does
that incorporate in terms of the number of campuses or centers that are represented or that you
manage.

JT:

Yeah, it’s geographically a little unique compared to some of the other regional campus systems
within Utah State’s statewide system. Those of us in eastern Utah like Blanding and Price and the
Uintah Basis are very different than Tooele, Brigham City, and Salt Lake. So our campus has
three counties: Duchesne, Daggett, and Uintah counties. And those three counties are typically—
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and not typically, they are the lowest college-attending counties in the state of Utah. So, as a
region, we have the fewest students out of high school going on to post-secondary education. We
also have the northern Ute tribe as a large population within the center of our service region, and
they also make up a large part of my population—not a large, but a significant part of my
population on campus.
[1:58]
But we have a campus in Roosevelt, Utah, and we have a campus in Vernal, Utah. And, then, we
have sites in Daggett county in the Manila High School up on the Wyoming border and, then,
also an educational site at the northern Ute tribe in their charter high school, so two campuses,
two educational sites or locations. And I think you asked about enrollment or maybe you’re
going—
TW:

I’m going to ask you about the number of faculty, staff, and student enrollment at the Uintah
Basin region.

JT:

So faculty, we have 27 full-time faculty. We average about eight adjunct faculty. Our student
population has grown in terms of higher ed students in the last six years. What has changed
dramatically in the last six years—and this is consistent over the last six, so nothing recent has
influenced this—but more of a shift towards the traditional 18- to 22-year-old student. When I
came, our average age was 29 years old, was the average for the students. We’re down to about
25 years old because—we have 49 percent of our students are traditional 18- to 24-year-old
students attending.
Choosing to remain local in a rural environment as opposed to transitioning out of high school to,
you know, Salt Lake, Provo, Logan, large urban centers, a lot of it’s—and I’ve targeted this on
purpose for enrollment—but staying local, staying home, remaining in a rural, recreational kind
of work environment, not seeing the value, necessarily, of residential life.
This is pre-COVID and post-COVID, so COVID may have had a bump, but it was a trend that
was already beginning. So our total number of students, 748 right now, but that includes high
school students taking concurrent enrollment which come to our campus in the Basin, which is
different than a lot of other places.

[4:07]
But, if I eliminate the concurrent, we’re just under 500 students, right around 480.
TW:

And, so, initially, when the COVID outbreak was announced nationally—it was in the national
news, early 2020—I’m curious. How was the statewide campuses—but in particular, the Uintah
Basin—initially reacted or affected to the news? What planning began for you and your staff? I
know you said you had two campuses; you have two centers. What did that look like? Were you
working with public health officials? Were you working with county officials? Were you working
with state officials? Were you working with Utah State University officials?

JT:

The answer to that is “yes” to all in the sense that all of those are stakeholders and partners and
collaborators in terms of—especially when it comes to something like public health. We have
TriCounty Health that manages the very same service region that I manage for Utah State
University, so TriCounty Health has Daggett, Manila—sorry, Daggett, Duchesne, and Uintah
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County. So they were a big part of our plan and our strategy in terms of—in fact, I would say they
were more involved in terms of local interpretation and local policy. But Utah State provided a lot
of clear guidance right up front in terms of our expectations for students, our expectations for
staff. So what’s unique about, perhaps, not just my campuses, Roosevelt and Vernal—but the
comparison of maybe eastern Utah and the rural campuses to the Salt Lake center, Brigham City
center—was the culture outside of the college around college implementation of policies and
interpretations.
[6:06]
As a region, I would say, if you watch COVID numbers like vaccination or even mask
compliance and things like that, the Uintah Basin would be the lowest in the state of Utah and,
yet, our campus was compliant, meaning all my students, all my staff and faculty, we all followed
the rules and the laws, and we worked with TriCounty Health to provide a safe learning
environment, a work environment for staff and faculty. But there was a tremendous amount of, I
would say, cultural discord, not agreement around the policies of Utah State University and the
region, mostly political. You know, we’re in a very conservative, very free, and dispersed
population that sees local government as much more important than even state or federal.
It provided some challenges in terms of implementing Utah State’s best practices, meeting the
health department’s mandates as the health orders came through, but also trying to keep a culture
that included inclusiveness for all students, including those who politically don’t agree with
mandates. So, yeah, it was a challenge in the Basin. But we did coordinate.
The other partner that was big in this is the technical college who is on our same property. We
lease land to them in Vernal, and they’re across the street in Roosevelt. They also were a partner
in terms of planning a strategy that was unified, and they were helpful. And, then, the K-12 three
school systems, who also were much like us—pretty compliant, pretty strategic, and pretty much
based in best practices and mandates—they were also helpful. So it wasn’t the university being
isolated. We had partners that also were almost always in alignment with us in terms of our
actions.
[8:06]
TW:

And I forgot to ask earlier, but how many of the courses that are offered through the Uintah Basin
campuses and centers are in-person classes versus remote courses?

JT:

One of the kinds of, I would say, hallmarks of our campuses that we’re very much like a—and
I’ve been a president and a dean and a vice president at residential community colleges before I
came to Utah State—part of our culture at this campus is much more like a residential campus
than an educational center where someone just comes for testing. So we still have a high mix. So
we’re in the 40 percent face-to-face—we were before the pandemic—and, so, we still had a fairly
good number of people who came to campus every day, benefitted from a campus environment, a
climate where student support and interactions with people, including instructors—I think I
mentioned we have about 27 faculty members. We do a lot of broadcasting out to the system for
Utah State—and, so, a fair number. We still have a lot of online classes that come through Utah
State’s stellar online environment, but I would say of those 500 to 700 students, depending if
you—concurrent are all here. All of our concurrent are on campus every day. And, then, of the
500 non-concurrent or traditional aged higher ed students, almost half of them show up multiple
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times a week on campus for classes. It wasn’t as easy a transition as you might imagine if you
were maybe a center where everyone was online or broadcast into the format of online or hybrid
classes. It required some changes on this campus because of the change in modalities, delivery.
[9:59]
TW:

So, speaking of which, I know President Cockett announced on the 13th of March that we were
going to shut down classes for about eight days while they worked the academic and instructional
services on moving classes or transitioning to remote for the remainder of spring semester 2020.
What did that look like for the Uintah Basin region?

JT:

I’m going to use my own personal, kind of, perspective as a kind of filter to mirror what everyone
else felt. Just in hindsight, there’s no way we could have ever anticipated what it meant, you
know, in terms of the scale and the scope and the—I still remember I was on a—we have a gym
in the building, and I was on that treadmill running at lunch when something had been
announced—not about Utah State, but nationally. And I was watching a national news station
while I ran, which sounds like two things that people don’t enjoy doing. And I remember
thinking, “Oh, this is serious. I can handle a week of remote. I can handle two weeks, three
weeks. But, boy, I sure hope by, you know, April we’re back functioning normally.” And how
naïve I was. And I would say that’s also a good, I guess, representation of how everyone here felt,
that the eight days—we’re shutting down while we figure it out. I think people felt like it was a,
you know, a pretty aggressive step but that we would return rather quickly. I would say that, as
things with COVID related to predictions and ideas of what it really means, the Basin, because
we do tend to be geographically isolated from urban centers, from political kind of conflict
elsewhere, it’s a little—Shangri-La might be a little strong—but it’s a little bit of an isolated
location.

[12:00]
I think people dismissed the whole concept of COVID being a threat in the Basin for long past
anyone else in Utah because they just felt like it just wouldn’t come here. And, for a long time,
because of the dispersed population, remote workers in the oil field industry working outside, we
just didn’t see numbers that verified the same trends in the nation. That could be because of lack
of testing. It could also be because of, you know, just isolation and not as much, you know,
moving in and out of a lot of the urban centers and things like that. So that also fed to the idea this
is someone else’s problem. So, as we took actions at the university, faculty were very supportive,
but students and the community felt like it was overreach, overextending the policies that just
weren’t needed here locally. And I think there was also the idea that we’re different than Logan.
Why are we following—you know, from a community and student standpoint—why are we
following policies and practices that don’t apply to us?
And, so, that was kind of the—I think the early management struggle was explaining the reasons
for why we were taking actions like shutting down and moving our modality to online and Zoom
instead of IVC [Interactive Video Conferencing].
TW:

You had mentioned campuses and centers. Were those closed physically to the students? I know
when I’ve talked to other associate vice presidents, there were places where the students got away
from their family responsibilities or other things and weren’t able to focus and study and learn.
I’m curious, at the Uintah Basin and your centers and campuses, in that spring of 2020 semester,
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what happened to the physical buildings themselves? Did you close down for the remainder of the
semester?
[14:01]
JT:

Yeah. So we closed later. So I would say anything—if you were to line up maybe some sort of a
chart that looked at all the centers in the statewide system, we closed later, opened earlier in terms
of—and that was because of transmission rates and testing rates and positivity. So we didn’t close
as early as Salt Lake or Brigham City or even maybe the residential sites, campuses, in Blanding
and Price, but we eventually did. So, because we didn’t have large numbers coming in and
coming out and because of the low transmission rate, we were able to remain open a little longer.
But, within a month or less—probably three weeks—we ended up closing the building down
completely except for, for example, myself and my director of student services, and workers went
remote.
When President Cockett did announce that workers would be remote, even though the county
transmission rate was low, we still followed that and complied for equity reasons, and that
actually was helpful to my staff and faculty who had children, others who are now homeschooling
and stuff. So there were a handful of us that remained during that kind of—I would say almost a
year where the campus was quiet. And I had my associate director and director of student
services, myself, my facilities team keeping the building, you know, functionally warm, IT
[information technology] team—but those functional areas. But all instruction and all attendance
moved off campus at that point.

TW:

And the question, as a follow-up to that is, as your faculty and staff went to remote work or
instruction, what kind of support did the Uintah Basin provide as far as technology? Did
everybody have a laptop? Did they need comfortable chairs, the internet access? What did that
look like when everybody moved from on-site to remote work?

[16:05]
JT:

When you look at the instructional side of the equation—relatively easy in terms of home
offices—we did send some equipment home with people. Some of my business services—which
isn’t on the instructional side but the support side—you know, they had been traditionally using
desktops, so we came up with laptops. And I have some faculty members who most of them had
been using, you know, a Surface Pro or a MacBook Pro and had a laptop available and, because
of their kind of mobility in their careers, they were all set up. But one or two needed additional
technology.
The challenges for me were on the student learning side. And, again, when I came, about four
percent of our population came from the northern Ute tribe. By the time the pandemic hit, we
were up to about 18 percent. That population in particular plus a lot of other first-gen students
didn’t have the technology at home to receive the courses, and that included the internet. So we
worked with our local provider, STRATA Networks, who does the broadband network in the
Basin. They provided, through some of their CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic
Security] money and also some other funding sources, home internet for K-12 students and, so,
we worked with them to make it available to higher ed students who didn’t have the internet at
home before.
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I also expanded my internet on my campus. It turns out, unknown to me until the time, our
parking lot didn’t have internet, but the building did and, so, we boosted the kind of radius of our
internet to our parking lot. And I still remember sometime in that spring and, then, the next
winter, students parked in the parking lot in their cars attending classes almost like an old drive-in
movie theater, you know, people sitting there on their computers. So that was part of the
technology.
[18:00]
The student side also—one thing, I do have a CAPS counselor—Counseling and Psychological
Services—that works for my campus. She is the therapist for students across the statewide
system. There’s one in Salt Lake, one in Brigham City. I watched that workload of those
counselors and therapists within CAPS [Counseling and Psychological Services] skyrocket during
that period of time, and I also noticed my academic advisors. Their workload went up, and my
student services. Some of that was to connect with the school, but some of it was to assuage
anxiety and concerns, and some of the things we didn’t realize that students got by just walking in
the building and walking out to come to class.
TW:

Yeah. You’re looking at my future questions.
[Speaking-unclear]
One question I had was how did the students cope with the transition to remote. Were they mostly
successful? Were there students that dropped out in that spring semester because they just didn’t
sign up for remote and couldn’t manage it?

JT:

So remember, again, back to my population. I’ve got a younger population than I did six years
ago, but I also maintained. I didn’t lose my non-traditional, post-traditional students. My 18- to
24-year-old population grew. And I think that’s because of not going to Logan, staying local for
that fall of—what would that be—2020, I think. That population grew because they stayed local.
My post-traditional—mothers that were pursuing nursing degrees or education degrees—that
population declined but not by a large percentage, single digits, eight, nine percent. And I’ve
talked to a number of them. We’re a small enough campus; we know our students. It wasn’t
because they felt, at first, stressed or incapable of the work. It’s because they had to take care of
children at home.

[19:58]
So the idea of a latent function of schools being daycare, they didn’t have that availability now
and, with young children at home, needed to be at home with them instead of coming to class. So,
by the time the pandemic evolved and moved forward into not just the three weeks I had hoped
but the years, I also noticed that then some of my students started dropping out just because of
exhaustion, tired, life, balance, despair even. In terms of what does the future hold, like, a lack of
hope in the “pay the piper now and benefit later” kind of mindset.
Remember, too, this community is pretty used to booms and busts, so I think that’s built into the
DNA [deoxyribonucleic acid] of the Uintah Basin, kind of riding out hard times and benefitting
from the good times. So I think the initial part of the pandemic was like a—you know, to them it
might be, “Oh, there’s a bust. We’ll wait for the boom.” And, then, as it dragged on, I think there
was a realization this isn’t—it’s not a quick turnaround. It’s not like oil and gas, up and down,
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and within—cycles within a year. I think they realized. So that’s when I started to see students
drop out.
I will say, as opposed to maybe some other campuses that serve different tribes, like the Navajo
Nation versus the Ute tribe, my Ute tribe students did not drop out at all. They stayed steady. It
was actually more traditional, non-Ute tribe members that seemed to have the largest dropout
rate, and mostly parents who had other responsibilities.
TW:

So the decision was made for fall semester. I know that the USU [Utah State University] COVID
Task Force team had worked hard on planning for the fall semester of 2020, and students were
going to come back to the Logan campus—I know this is true in Price too—to the dorms and
experience college the way I think that they had hoped it was in their minds.

[22:13]
I’m curious. What preparations did you and your team for the Uintah Basin region perform prior
to the opening of classes in fall 2020? And, for instance, did you have the same mix of in-person
and remote as you did pre-COVID? What were the janitorial cleaning services like? Was there
signage for mask wearing and social distancing?
[Speaking-unclear]
JT:

Yeah. Thanks for the hints in terms of kind of things I wouldn’t have thought of, like signage.
You know, it’s now standard. It’s funny. It became part of our kind of operational, again, DNA
[deoxyribonucleic acid]. Yeah. Operationally, this is kind of a funny, unique anecdote about my
campus. I have a cleaning staff that overprepares. Like, for years I’ve gotten after them for
providing too many cleaning supplies—like Clorox wipes—that it’s like an OCD [obsessivecompulsive disorder] cleaning staff. And, so, when this hit, we were getting ready for fall and,
kind of, students on campus again. I said to my director of facilities in IT [information
technology], “Do we have enough hand sanitizer?” He made me get out of our office and walk
down to the storage room and, you know, we literally had, you know, five years’ worth of
cleaning supplies and materials, which means that we were bad operationally before and
serendipitously prepared for the pandemic. So signage on the walls became, indoors, you know,
“Please wear a mask” and things like that and social media around the pandemic and best
practices. For us here, it was certainly part of our message to get ready for fall, but it was also
poking the bear in terms of cultural norms within the Uintah Basin.

[24:06]
And that created pushback. I have non-USU [Utah State University] users in my building. I lease
space to some county agencies, and I lease space to some state agencies, like Work Force
Services. And Work Force Services were a partner; they were in line with us. They aligned with
our policies and practices. But I have some transportation district. They meet in our building for
board meetings once a month and, when we started requiring either no meetings or meetings of
less than 20 or mask in meetings, you can imagine the pushback we had to navigate with people.
And some of them were large donors to the school who threatened to withdraw funding and
threatened to withdraw support of Utah State University. And, frankly and luckily, we’ve been
able to navigate all that, and it’s worked out okay. We didn’t lose funding; we didn’t lose support,
and we didn’t lose partners. But it was a challenge.
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So part of preparing for fall 2020, I would say, was not the transition of classes. My students were
ready technologically, except for a few sub-groups of my students. My faculty were ready. In
fact, a lot of my faculty actually enjoyed the—I don’t know if I would say the freedom—but the
isolation a little bit, you know, some of them more introverts than extroverts. I would say the
transition with students and faculty were much easier than the transition for the community and
what they expected of a college and university campus in a rural environment like this. So the
challenges from an administrative standpoint were less instructional. I feel like Utah State is so
good with technology and our support from the provost’s office. We have Rich Etchberger who is
the vice provost of statewide, very tuned into best practices and instruction.
[25:58]
Larry Smith was very good about, you know, crisis management and communication. And
President Cockett took good action, communicated well. So I didn’t feel like we were isolated,
but I did feel like we were the tip of a spear, politically, in terms of dealing with the community.
Students seemed to do well.
I also teach and, by the time we got to spring 2021—well, spring 2020 and 2021—I had
transitioned my own teaching to Zoom as a, you know, platform instead of our intervideo
conferencing over the technology in the university. I actually liked it better as a faculty, and I felt
like students and faculty really liked that format.
So I don’t think it was as hard for students and faculty as it was for maybe the community and,
then, staff. I felt like there were staff who also found it to be challenging to do their job. Even if
they went remote, you realize there are some staff functions that do better face-to-face.
TW:

So turning to local testing facilities or services in your region, what did that look like in the
summer, fall of 2020, spring semester of 2021? And what were the protocols in place? I’m sure
you probably followed US [United States] use protocols for [unclear] tested positive.

JT:

Yeah. And, so, we did partner with the technical college for testing, provided testing services a
couple times a week. We also still relied heavily on TriCounty Health for testing. And we did
follow the university protocols when someone was—tested positive or exposed to someone who
had tested positive. And, originally, that was obviously—if I recall correctly. It’s been so long—
14 days, but then 10 days, and then—you know, we followed those protocols.

[28:00]
I found the challenge for us was overlaying normal colds and symptoms and, you know, not
showing—having people not show up to work when they didn’t test positive but potentially could
have had COVID, or they chose not to test. So the compliance with testing and the compliance
with the protocols was probably a little more challenging than you might imagine to get people to
test or to report positive cases. And, so, it was challenging to follow through with the protocols
but relatively understood. There was not confusion about the protocols and what we needed to do.
I would say some of the areas academically were a struggle. I have a large nursing program, and
their instruction, both pre-nursing like physiology and anatomy, those classes are lab intensive.
The nursing instruction is hands-on. This is actually the very industry that was dealing with the
front lines of COVID in, you know, in healthcare. That was the hardest group to move online
because the faculty and instructors wanted to remain hands-on for, you know, the sake of
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. JAMES TAYLOR
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integrity of the instructional model. But that’s also where I started to see the most flare-ups and
transmission rate because many of my nursing students work within the hospital setting already.
And, so, they not only were my group that wanted to remain face-to-face, but they were the group
that had the highest rate of transmission because they were exposed most often, as opposed to
someone studying wildlife sciences and working for the forest service out in the woods. Yeah.
TW:

This is a great transition to year two of COVID. So in year two, I know the state legislature in
January, February of 2021—first of all, we had vaccines become more and more available and
people could get vaccinated.

[30:04]
Number two, the state legislature, I think, put out a mandate that we offer Utah State and all of
the universities in Utah face-to-face courses. And we were at, like, 70 or 75 percent at what they
were in fall of 2019. So there was definitely a move towards a sense of normalcy, if you will.
What did it look like for the Uintah Basin and maybe some of these classes like the nursing
program that had the labs and the hands-on experiences as part of their program?
JT:

Transition is challenging no matter whether it’s transition away from something, transition back.
As a group, it seemed like there was challenges on both sides, but many who didn’t want to leave
the campus or the face-to-face instruction really appreciated the state legislature, and it lined up
with many of the, I guess, political views of residents of the Uintah Basin. So it seemed like a, I
don’t know, like a breath of fresh air for much of the community in terms of, “Oh, great. We get
to go back to normal.”
What’s interesting to me from a perspective of an administrator at a college campus or university
campus like Utah State, that also coincided with about the time with residents in the Uintah Basin
started seeing family members die. And, for the first time, those who had been resistant to the
idea that COVID was, you know, not some sort of political conspiracy to get political change, all
of the sudden had family members dying. And our hospital systems, you know, are—Vernal
Hospital has, I think, four ICU [intensive care unit] beds, and Roosevelt might have six, but they
were now all full.

[32:00]
So, at the very time the legislature and state leaders kind of said, “Go back,” was the very time
that those who fought it the entire time were now experiencing death, grief, loss, and realization.
It’s almost like the stages of grief didn’t line up with the reality around them and, then, the state
change came at a time where that—so I would say that was a harder transition for me than the
transition away even though there were some who felt like it was a welcome political relief.
The realities from a health a family standpoint, that was right when COVID was a—that was the
peak of COVID for the Uintah Basin. And I also think that goes back to the dispersed population
and workforce. It’s just that’s about the time when COVID hit its highest levels in the tri-county
area. So the challenge was we were moving back at a time when this campus should have actually
been—we’re lagging behind trends on the Wasatch front—we should have been shutting down
more. And, so, that created the challenge for the Uintah Basin, how to manage and mitigate risk
while also following state mandates, but also getting back to this, you know, class delivery format
of 75 percent of what we had before. That’s when I started to see more and more cases of
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COVID. Because we also not only had the lowest college attendance rate in the region, we also
have the lowest vaccination rate in the state of Utah. Faculty were vaccinated, staff mostly
vaccinated. Students were vaccine resistant because of family culture. Then faculty were worried.
[33:57]
Most of my faculty have families. It’s kind of a family community, and most of them were
worried about their children. And I heard that from them repeatedly. You know, “We’re trying to
do our part, but my child is going to school.” You know, we never shut down schools in the
Uintah Basin, the K-12. They were masked up, but never shut down schools. And, so, those
faculty, especially in the sciences, you know, had more angst and anxiety around non-workrelated issues and balance than work itself.
So the transition back is where I saw—if I was to list the pain points, that’s when it all kind of hit
at the same time. That was the challenge for us in the Basin.
TW:

So, if you were to look at the entire two years, James, and the changes that were brought about by
the COVID pandemic, what do you think are the changes that the Uintah Basin region went
through that will become permanent change from an operational standpoint versus what changes
will cease and things will return back to normal?

JT:

Yeah. That’s a well-phrased question. So, when I mentioned earlier about our population
changing to a younger, earlier, you know, 18-24, that was pre-pandemic. I think COVID
accelerated that idea. So, when I look at traditional freshmen, 18-year-olds, coming to my
college—in 2016, I had 18; in 2017, I had 30; in 2018-19, I went up to like 80; 2020, I had 220.
You know, it was like an exponential growth. Well, now we’re coming out of it, and I still have
over 200 traditional freshmen coming to my campus.

[35:55]
So I think a change that was like a perfect storm, a desire of local students not to escape the Basin
after high school—this is pre-pandemic—lined up with now, I’m worried about going to large,
urban centers where, politically, maybe I don’t feel like I fit in or there’s threats of—you know,
whether that’s violence or housing costs or future pandemics. Like it’s part of, I think, a
subconscious decision of what they’re making of like, “Hey, we survived a little easier out here.”
So I think that’s going to continue to benefit, you know, enrollments in the campus here locally
and support the fact that the local campus is here. You get the same education but without having
to risk things that you might by leaving home. So I think that’s a change that won’t go away.
Second, I do believe we will learn from the pandemic how to deliver classes in a more dynamic
and more flexible way that will help us meet a larger population. In fact, during the pandemic, I
happened to look at my, like, a heat map of my campuses. So we have large, geographic areas.
It’s not just Vernal, Roosevelt, and Manila. It’s Altamont, Mountain Home, Hanna, you know,
communities that are 100 miles away from our campuses. We started getting enrollments in those
smaller communities because we changed our delivery format during the pandemic. And, so,
instead of our enrollment coming 30 miles around each campus, we now spread out because the
campus became an important support system, but not a physical system. And I think that’s going
to help Utah State meet a broader statewide mission instead of just locations around the
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campuses, but a network that covers the entire state. So that’s also a change that I think will help
because we are going to keep evolving in our delivery method.
[37:56]
What I also realized—and this may actually be—and I can’t speak to other statewide campuses,
but I can speak from my advisory council standpoint who—you know, key leaders in the
community—they now realize how important this campus is to the community as a center and
how important it is for students to be able to come onto campus. So, since the pandemic, my
daytime, not-classroom occupation, but students and study places, has tripled from before the
pandemic. So I have students, if I walk down the hall today on a typical Friday, I would have seen
one or two students in my Vernal building. Just before our meeting—I just walked down to the
other end of the building—I have 25 students. Some of that is the changing age of my population,
but I attribute a lot of that to the fact that they value something they didn’t know they wanted
before, which was to be on campus and meet with other people. That’s, actually, something that
benefits the statewide campus system, kind of an appreciation. It’s like not having water in the
desert and, then, finally having water. I see that. Now, will that last and endure? I don't know. But
we’re going to try and leverage it and that message that “we’re here for you.” So those are some
of the things.
I also—one positive, the gap—I did a lot of construction and remodeling during the pandemic. I
had some projects that were not on hold but were waiting for the right opportunity. That gave us
some infrastructure time to get things done to improve the campus, and I also think that helped
when students came back. The campus had an updated refresh in terms of study spaces and
common areas.
TW:

So, for you as a USU [Utah State University] administrative or academic administrator, what
were the biggest lessons learned if you were to recap the two years and what you learned as an
administrator?

[40:03]
JT:

You know, most of these are right off my tongue because I’ve thought about it a lot. But, then,
when you narrow that down, it’s a great question. But what I’ve learned is that students are more
flexible than faculty, that students adapted relatively easily. Faculty get set in their ways and, so,
change is hard. That means we have to have potentially more development and training and ideas
about innovation and faculty delivery so that they are prepared for change.
I also learned to appreciate that the academics of our university did not drop. You know, faculty
didn’t drop the ball. They just struggled with the change, but they were still academically, you
know, giving great instruction, and students still received what they thought they were going to
get from their enrollment at Utah State University.
The other thing I think I learned is that Utah State is one of the institutions that, without knowing
in advance of something like a pandemic, had systems and things in place: IVC [Interactive
Video Conferencing], Canvas as a—not just as a new tool but Canvas as an integrated tool. We
were well prepared without knowing we were preparing for a pandemic. So, from an academic
standpoint, I would say that the university in, from my view, didn’t take a hit academically. We
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took a hit or a change culturally about how we delivered academics, but the academics remained
strong.
I also have sensed—this goes back to your question a minute ago about trends I see—I have
faculty searches, four of them currently. I see more applications post-pandemic at my campus for
10-year track positions than I did before. And I think that’s also part of the rural appeal to faculty
looking for jobs right now.
[42:00]
There could be other factors, you know. There could be higher numbers of graduates coming out
of PhD programs right now, but I do know that, in interviewing faculty looking at positions, the
attraction to a rural, you know, connected-to-the-natural-landscape campus, seems to be an
appeal.
TW:

So is there anything else you would like to add about your or the Uintah Basin region’s
experience with the COVID pandemic?

JT:

Yeah. I mean, this may sound, oh, flowery, but I’m grateful I was at Utah State during the
pandemic. I’ve been at community colleges in Colorado, in private universities before that, and
I’m grateful I was at Utah State. We had a network of people that really tried. It didn’t mean we
made—we made mistakes, but we tried hard and created a support network. So, frankly, my big
take-away is within the system of Utah State, I’m grateful. I felt like, as a state, we could have
done some more strategic science-based planning that would have helped the university be more
aligned and more adept at meeting the needs. Within the Utah State system though, I would have
to tell you that I—and I’m biased because I’m part of the statewide system—I think the statewide
system was the most quick to respond and adapt and deal with—and that goes to, you know, Vice
President Larry Smith and Vice Provost Rich Etchberger. But even the other AVPs [Associate
Vice Presidents], we collaborate daily and talk frequently and text and phone and email. We’re
already used to the dispersed instruction as opposed to maybe Logan being more centered. And,
so, we were ready as well. Utah State was ready, but the statewide system—we were, I would
say, the—we’re innovative in our approach generally, and I think it was nice to be part of this
statewide system. So I’m grateful for where I was when this hit. People think, “Oh, it must have
been challenging.” It was challenging.

[43:57]
I would say, if I had any—if I had to rank family stress versus work stress, it was more about my
own family than it was about my job. And I felt like we were well prepared. So I’m grateful for
Utah State during the whole process, that it turned out like it did.
TW:

Well, Dr. Taylor, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing USU [Utah
State University] Uintah Basin region’s experiences with the COVID pandemic.

JT:

You’re welcome. It’s been my pleasure. Thanks so much.

[End recording – 44:24]

USU COVID-19 2022: DR. JAMES TAYLOR

12

